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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Most university galleries and museums have education as a part of their mission 
statements, yet many do not involve students in curatorial or educational programming. 
This could be due to the transient nature of students, or a reluctance to give up curatorial 
control to people who have no real accountability to the organization. Given that 
attendance at art museums is declining among the 18-24 year old demographic, 
developing strategies to increase student involvement can help museums engage with 
these potential patrons as adults. Engaged students can also provide these organizations 
with valuable services and insights. The organizations in this study have incorporated 
students into various programs, including community education, curation and advisory 
councils. The students gained pre-professional experience and a sense of personal 
connection with the museum or gallery. The most successful of these non-academic 
student programs gave the students a sense of ownership and had a designated staff 
liaison. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Most academic or university galleries and museums have education as a part of 
their mission statements, yet many do not involve students in curatorial or educational 
programming. This could be due to the transient nature of students: academic museum 
and gallery staff train students and then the students leave. It could also be a reluctance to 
give up curatorial control to people who have no real accountability to the organization. 
There are, however, several academic galleries and museums that have incorporated 
students into various gallery processes, including community education, curation and 
advisory councils. This research explores how these cases have worked with students, 
what challenges and rewards those exchanges have yielded, and if those exchanges have 
emerged into true collaborations with benefits for both parties. While there are studies on 
the ways academic museums use and create academic programs to connect with students, 
there are few studies on the roles that non-academic programs can play in building 
student engagement. While many university museums and galleries work with faculty to 
develop programs connected to courses, university museums and galleries may engage 
with students outside of academics in order to build relationships with that core audience. 
The use of students in university galleries and museums may help these 
organizations more fully meet their mission and goals. As academic galleries and 
museums have limited budgets, making use of student volunteers could be a way to 
increase their resources. Moreover, incorporating students into the gallery activities could 
increase the students’ identification with these organizations, which could in turn lead to 
both an increase in student attendance and development of the greater student audience. 
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Students’ participation in academic galleries helps further the mission of these 
organizations, which for many incorporates education. For the students, these activities 
are pre-professional opportunities. Connecting with university students is a way to ensure 
museum patronage in the future, as "when students, whatever their field of study, find 
visits to university museums meaningful and rewarding, their understanding of the 
important role that museums play in our heritage is fostered" (Stanbury 2000, 
6).  Cultivating student interest in visual art during their college years could help to create 
arts patrons for the future.  
 This study examines the goals and strategies of academic galleries and museums that 
give students roles in programming. In order to more fully investigate this large thematic 
question, I asked a number of sub-questions. These sub-questions explored why academic 
museums want to involve students in programming, the recruiting methods, the different 
activities students do in these institutions, and the challenges and successes of these sorts 
of programs. 
 Another line of inquiry examined how these student programs functioned within these 
institutions. Sub-questions included asking respondents about the differences in attitudes 
about or participation in student-led versus staff-led student programs, the real or 
perceived benefits of these programs to staff, students, and institutions, and how these 
programs do or do not affect long-term engagement (or attitudes about long-term 
engagement) in the visual arts for the participating students. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
College and University Museums and Galleries 
University museums and galleries have a unique position. They often have 
relative or perceived financial freedom compared to public or independent museums 
because of their affiliation with the university, and present fundraising opportunities for 
that institution. Many university museums have a significant role in public relations for 
the university similar to athletic programs, and so “the prestige of both athletics and 
departments and university art museums seems to elicit more donations [to the university] 
than any academic performance” (Camnitzer 2011, 3). That financial freedom gives the 
perception of more curatorial freedom to make the university art museum a “place of 
questions” (Hammond et al. 2006, 23). Many treat their spaces as laboratories, and as 
places to engage with art, not just teach about art. For example, one of the changes in art-
making in the past decades has been an explosion of choices and sources. No longer do 
artists make work based on past masters, but instead draw inspiration from all aspects of 
life. Exhibits that emphasize the process of making art and demonstrate that art isn’t just 
about static objects, but also about inquiry are successful in engaging students 
(Weintraub 1999, 37).  
This perceived freedom doesn’t come without challenges. University museums 
have to serve often divergent constituencies, such as students, faculty and the larger 
community, and need to find a niche within the existing cultural ecology of their 
locations (Hammond et al. 2006, 23). University museums may also have collections they 
are charged to use resources to preserve, but those collections may not have relevance to 
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the university any longer or serve “the mission of a museum of ideas” (Hammond et al. 
2006, 32).  Moreover, as resources grow scarce, "university curators are between a rock 
and a hard place, trying to serve... several masters at the same time: the university, the 
academic discipline, local schools, and those overseeing the nation's heritage" (Stanbury 
2000, 5). Staffing in university museums is different than in their public counterparts, as 
the "majority of those with curatorial responsibilities have acquired them through an 
academic rather than a museum career path, and rarely have direct experience of working 
in museums" in part because most of those positions are part-time (Weeks 2000, 10).  
This career path leads to isolation from the academy, as the criteria for promotion 
(such as publishing) often doesn't include museum or curatorial work (Weeks 2000, 10). 
University curators are also isolated from the greater museum world, as the goals of the 
institutions are often very different (Weeks 2000, 11). University museums are no longer 
associated with particular departments as they have become increasingly professionalized 
(Willumson 2000, 15). This has led to a separation from what makes university museums 
truly unique; namely, that "no other group of museum workers is surrounded by such a 
strong tradition of scholarship, research and publication, all of which provide staff with a 
privileged entry to knowledge and render them valuable contacts for those working in 
other types of museums" (Stanbury 2000, 6). Academic museum professionals are both 
lacking in peers within their larger institution, but also in a somewhat privileged position 
within the field in general because of the college and university financial support.  
Between 1990 and 2005 the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation funded an initiative 
called the College and University Art Museum Program (CUAM) that worked with 
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eighteen university and college art museums. The report, written in 2007, found that in 
the early 1990s "campus museums were becoming divorced from the academic pursuits 
that defined their parent institutions and, as a consequence, losing some of their 
educational value to the larger institution" (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 1). Possible causes 
were an increased professionalization of the museum staff, difficulty with communicating 
and collaborating with other university departments, and a change in art history to a more 
theory-based rather than object-based approach (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 1). CUAM 
aimed to assist its partner museums with developing ways to collaborate with academic 
departments and to strengthen the educational role of the museum (Goethals and Fabing 
2007, 1). Partner museums who developed successful and long-lasting programs with 
these goals in mind collaborated with a wide range of academic departments, encouraged 
uses of the permanent collection, provided students with pre-professional training, and 
encouraged scholarship (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 2). Successful programs had students 
experiencing "substantive, first-hand involvement with collections through classes and 
internships" as well as faculty reporting that "the experience of working with museum 
collections transformed their teaching" (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 3). Activities pursued 
by CUAM participants included activities such as course development and study grants to 
faculty, exhibitions curated or co-curated by faculty or connected to specific courses, as 
well as academic symposia, visiting scholars or artists, and other academic programs. 
Through these activities, the Mellon Foundation study found that the most "effective 
campus museums thus serve as models for the museum field and as stimulating training 
grounds for future citizens of all kinds" (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 29).  
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In some cases, success was determined by whether the museum staff and 
university administration were dedicated to the program, whether there was a dedicated 
staff person, whether there were any dedicated study spaces in the museum, and whether 
there were donors who helped to support the initiative after the Foundation funding 
ceased (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 3). The CUAM program encouraged the participating 
museums to re-position themselves as a teaching museum, so that they would come to be 
seen by university administration as "resources, rather than resource drains" which 
allowed them to leverage more from the associated college or university (Goethals and 
Fabing 2007, 6-7). Moreover, other academic museums began to use CUAM as a model; 
as one CUAM director said, "the impact of the Mellon program is larger and deeper than 
you would expect. This model gets passed along" (Goethals and Fabing 2007, 13).  
Connecting with Audiences 
 
There are many ideas for how university museums can connect with their 
audiences. For example, University of Birmingham, UK, curators positioned works in 
public areas of the university, including old telephone boxes (Weeks 2000, 11). Others 
encouraged use of the collections for teaching, including student-led projects such as "an 
imaginative teacher's activity box for the Petrie Museum of Egyptology, … a Web site 
for the Grant Museum of Zoology and … an exhibition on eminent scientists" at 
University College London (Weeks 2000, 12). University College London also developed 
specific courses for specific school grades to use their collections (Weeks 2000, 13). 
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University of Exeter created a guide booklet and website for their public art (Weeks 2000, 
14). These activities could help museums connect with their diverse audiences. 
There are examples of academic galleries and museums using education programs 
for local school-aged children as a way to connect with the larger community. This 
allows the “the museum [to play] a critical role in the university's responsibility to serve 
the public" (Willumson 2000, 18). Two galleries at California State University, Los 
Angeles brought 394 teachers-in-training (pre-service teachers) and children grades 3-12 
to the campus for the first time, many also visiting an art gallery for the first time (Jeffers 
2003, 20). The pre-service teachers had a training course before the children visited, then 
led groups of school children, using the idea that "listening must take on an importance 
equal to that of looking" (Jeffers 2003, 21). The groups of two pre-service teachers and 
four children took turns choosing works and leading discussions amongst these small 
groups, with the pre-service teachers serving as facilitators asking open-ended questions. 
As art education budgets in public schools are reduced, training future teachers in 
strategies to engage their students with art is invaluable for giving children access to 
visual art experiences. This program demonstrates that "the university art gallery can 
become a force, a vibrant connection between school and community, vigorously linking 
members of the human community through art and dialogue" (Jeffers 2003, 24). 
University galleries and museums can be an academic resource for university 
students and faculty. One nursing professor at the University of New England designed a 
course project that had nursing students visiting an art gallery, both to hone health 
assessment skills and to use the humanities to support the development of their caring, 
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holistic professional selves. Students used guided observational worksheets with specific 
works, and students worked in small groups to discuss the art. Students made connections 
between bold design attracting one’s attention and that dramatic symptoms can detract 
from observing and diagnosing the whole body (Pardue 2005, 334-5). In this example, 
the university art gallery served as a forum for students to discover the value of 
collaboration when assessing the art, a skill they would practice in diagnosis (Pardue 
2005, 337).  
University museums have created programs to promote faculty use of their 
resources. Spencer Museum of Art (University of Kansas) created a faculty program that 
introduced the collection and the Museum staff. They offered incentives to the faculty 
with extended social opportunities, visible service activities and rather than assume or 
second-guess faculty interests, they opened up the collection in broad ways (Villeneuve, 
Martin-Hamon and Mitchell 2006, 14). Although the program was a success in terms of 
an increase in numbers of students and classes through the doors, the program also 
strained the resources of the museum (Villeneuve, Martin-Hamon and Mitchell 2006, 16). 
Sharing Authority 
 
Research demonstrates that participation in the arts increases arts attendance, and 
that traditional college-aged students are not attending museums. Attendance at arts 
exhibitions declined 3.8% between 2002 and 2008 (Novak-Leonard and Brown 2011, 38). 
The traditional college-aged population seems disinterested in arts exhibitions, as only 
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22.9% of 18-24 year olds attended an art museum in 2008 ((Novak-Leonard and Brown 
2011, 40). However, people who have taken arts lessons “at any age” are 32% more 
likely to “participate in arts activities than those with no lessons” (Novak-Leonard and 
Brown 2011, 50). Developing strategies to increase participation in this demographic is 
vital for all museums and an important goal for university museums specifically.  
There is a growing amount of literature on the strategies for sharing curatorial 
authority with patrons in museums. University museums and galleries could engage with 
these methods to make better connections to their primary audience, the university 
community. Given that one of the museum’s essential functions is learning, some assert 
that museums should ground this discussion in learning research (Satwicz and Morrissey 
2011, 197). Learning is a social activity, as "our ability to learn has deep connections to 
relationships and to the emotional environment in which the learning takes place" 
(Satwicz and Morrissey 2011, 202)1. Sharing authority in programming in museums is 
not "'abdicating responsibility' for learning" but about engaging with the public in 
meaningful ways (Satwicz and Morrissey 2011, 203). Most museum staff-visitor 
interactions suggest the staff are experts and visitors are novices, and so they do not 
promote reciprocal interaction (McLean 2011, 70). Museum hierarchies are intimidating 
to all sorts of people, including well-educated ones (McLean 2011, 71). If university 
museums want to engage students with art to promote future museum patronage, 
museums need to have reciprocity and exchange (McLean 2011, 72). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Satwicz and Morrissey cite extensive formal learning research that asserts “we learn more when we learn 
with others and when we talk about what we are learning” (2011, 202).  
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One example of a museum experimenting with this reciprocity is the Oakland 
Museum of California. They had an exhibition in 2010 based in part upon a focus group 
with teenagers. They used innovative installation techniques, held “Loud Hours” (with 
music), and had comfortable furniture (McLean 2011, 73). These activated spaces drew a 
larger audience than the museum had expected, and the visitors “stayed and engaged in 
the ongoing programs” (McLean 2011, 74). Another exhibit about the 1960s asked 
community members to work with exhibit designers to create their own displays of their 
personal experiences in the 60s, and those were often cited as most memorable parts of 
the exhibit (McLean 2011, 75). These ideas were not about replacing the knowledge of 
museum experts, as "visitors want to know what the experts think" but "visitors are just 
not interested in monologues" by these experts (McLean 2011, 77). The Oakland 
Museum recognized that this wasn’t merely an academic exercise, as for the museum it 
wasn’t "whether we should provide opportunities for people to choreograph their 
experiences in museums; it's how we embrace those opportunities ourselves. If we don't 
take people's expectations seriously, they will simply 'vote with their feet' and go 
elsewhere" (McLean 2011, 79). 
In 2010, the Grand Rapids Public Museum (Michigan) and student artists and 
faculty from seven Michigan colleges created a temporary site-specific installation in an 
abandoned museum building using objects from the museum’s collection. While the 
museum curator and staff assisted with object handling, they did not direct content or 
interpretation; the artists did (Chester 2011, 191). The installations occupied the entire 
building, and the project was planned and produced in less than six months. Paul Amenta, 
an artist with experience creating rapid site-specific installations and art happenings, led 
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the project and helped guide and mentor the young artists. The use of the museum as a 
medium has antecedents in contemporary art (for example, artists Mark Dion, Fred 
Wilson, and Elona van Gent) but the structure of this project and the number of 
participating artists suggests much more of a participatory design. The Museum’s curator 
said that the project gave her and the staff “a forum for talking about the old museum 
building and our goal of public access to the collections. We also have a better idea of 
what that public access can and should be” (Chester 2011, 205). The project was a 
success for the artists and the organization, as there were over 8,000 visitors during the 
30-day exhibition (Chester 2011, 193). While the museum risked its reputation and 
objects and traditional modes of presentation with this project, ultimately it made 
important connections with its community by sharing authority.  
Sharing authority in museums should be geared to mesh with the mission of the 
organization.  Sharing authority may address issues of disassociation from museums or 
the feeling that these institutions are not places of creativity or places that provided social 
opportunities (Simon 2011, 22). Often museums provide ways for visitors to give 
feedback and then don't do anything with that feedback (Simon 2011, 23). Feedback is 
more successful when  "visitors understand how their participation will impact not just 
their own experience but the experience of subsequent visitors and of staff members" 
(Simon 2011, 24). One example was Worcester City Art Gallery’s Top 40 exhibit, where 
visitors voted on their favorites, and the staff hung labels each week to show where the 
paintings were in the ratings, demonstrating responsiveness to the votes during the length 
of the exhibit. They also published the charts in the local paper. This process encouraged 
conversations among visitors, repeated trips by patrons, and an experience (Simon 2011, 
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24-5). This example demonstrates that "a responsive system doesn't have to deliver 
content that people are most likely to enjoy; it just has to deliver content that is in some 
way personalized to individuals' actions" (Simon 2011, 27). Participation doesn’t reject 
expertise or relinquish control, but is about "finding a way to convert their contributions 
into action" (Simon 2011, 31). University art museums could use these approaches to 
engage with their constituencies.  
There are some examples of this approach of sharing authority with 
undergraduates in museums. The Fernbank Museum of Natural History in Atlanta 
developed an undergraduate intern docent program for the travelling exhibit The 
Genomic Revolution. The museum director wanted docents to help interpret the 
complicated exhibit, and chose undergraduate science majors because of "their 
backgrounds in the discipline, enthusiasm for the subject matter, and good 
communication skills" (Pyatt, Rosser and Powell 2009, 16). The museum developed a 
week-long training program that covered the seven core sections of the exhibit, and the 
subject matter included the genetic content as well as "communication and leadership 
techniques" (Pyatt, Rosser and Powell 2009, 17). Rather than using a panel of experts 
during training, they "emphasized the conceptualization of the exhibit material and 
promoted learning on those ideas as a learning methodology" (Pyatt, Rosser and Powell 
2009, 17). Students rotated duties as group leaders throughout the training, allowing them 
to be both "group leaders and group participants" (Pyatt, Rosser and Powell 2009, 17). 
Discussions included the social or ethical implications of controversial topics. These 
student tour guides or docents led tours with both school groups and families, as well as 
conducted live demonstrations in a lab setting. The museum created a training program 
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for their undergraduate docents that encouraged them to feel like they had authority in the 
discussions they would then have with tour groups. This is an example of a museum 
creating a mutually beneficial program that gave pre-professional experiences to 
undergraduates and provided much needed docent assistance to the museum.  
 There is little in the literature about how university art museums are sharing 
authority in programming with undergraduate students outside of academics. This study 
will investigate how certain colleges and universities have attempted to engage with 
undergraduates in this way. Research questions include an investigation into the goals 
and strategies of these programs, as well as the specifics of their functionality, including 
real and perceived benefits and attitudes about these programs. By researching these five 
cases that do engage undergraduates in programs outside of academics, these cases could 
serve as models for other academic galleries to transform their student audiences into 
active participants.  
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This study was a qualitative group case study. Cultural and topical interviews 
assisted the researcher in understanding how these programs function. Documents, 
including websites, were examined when applicable. Where possible, I also utilized 
participant observation.  
Cases included museums or galleries at Oberlin College, Smith College, 
University of Michigan, Rhode Island School of Design, and Drexel University. For the 
sake of simplicity, the name of college or university (“Smith”) was substituted for the 
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name of the museum, or an acronym was created for the name. These five organizations 
reflected a range of student involvement and a diversity of geographic locations. Three of 
the cases (museums at Oberlin College, Smith College, and Rhode Island School of 
Design) were involved in the fifteen-year College and University Art Museum Program 
created by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. Two of the cases (Drexel University and 
the University of Michigan) were not involved in the Mellon Foundation study.  
Oberlin College is a small, private liberal arts college near Cleveland, Ohio, and 
has a formalized student docent program that has been in operation for over twenty years. 
Docent training takes place in a class during the College’s four-week winter term where 
students are introduced to museum practices, the Allen Memorial Art Museum collection, 
public speaking, and the practical aspects of conducting gallery tours. There are also paid 
student internships at the Museum, where students work directly with Museum staff on 
specific projects. I interviewed the Curator of Education, the student Education Assistant, 
and observed a student docent-led tour with a first grade school group. I also analyzed the 
Allen Memorial Art Museum Annual Report of 2011-2012.  
Smith College is a small, private liberal arts women’s college in western 
Massachusetts. The Smith College Art Museum has several non-academic student 
programs. The Student Museum Educators (SMEs) lead tours for school and adult groups. 
Like the Allen Memorial Art Museum, training is extensive. SMEs learn tour techniques, 
further their knowledge of art history, develop public speaking skills, and gain an 
understanding of how to communicate with people of varying ages and backgrounds. 
Smith College also has a Student Museum Advisory Council (SMAC) which, according 
to the Smith College website, “gives voice to the student body” (Smith College Museum 
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of Art Just for Students, 2014).  SMAC holds meetings every week, writes a blog, and 
organizes an annual student-centered museum event. The Student Picks Program uses a 
lottery to randomly select students to curate a temporary exhibition that utilizes the 
museum’s print collection. Interviews included a marketing staff member who is the 
liaison for SMAC, several SMAC students including the paid student coordinator, the 
print room assistant who runs the Student Picks program, and a student curator in Student 
Picks who had also participated in the SME program. I attended a SMAC meeting. I 
analyzed documents including: the Student Picks Handbook, attendance reports for 
Student Picks exhibitions, results of surveys of student curators of the Student Picks 
program, Student Picks student curators’ curatorial statements, the SMAC blog, and the 
Smith College Museum of Art website.  
The University of Michigan is a large, research-focused public university in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. The Art Museum has a Student Programming and Advisory Council 
(SPAC). SPAC plans and coordinates student events at the museum, and serves as an 
advisory group to the museum. Projects include a monthly performance series, annual 
student-focused events and creative marketing projects. SPAC has fifteen student 
members for the 2013-14 academic year, with majors including History of Art, 
Communication, Anthropology and Business. I interviewed the Education Program 
Coordinator of Public Programs and Student Engagement, and a student member of 
SPAC. Documents including articles from the FY 2012-2013 annual report and the 
UMMA website were analyzed. 
Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) is an undergraduate and graduate art 
school in Providence, Rhode Island. The RISD Museum has several programs that 
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engage not only RISD students but also students from other colleges and universities in 
the area and the country. These programs include a paid Summer Internship Program, a 
Gallery Lecturer program, and a site-specific installation program called Sitings. I 
interviewed the Associate Educator of Academic Programs. I analyzed documents 
including the Summer Paid Internship 2014 program description and application, the 
Gallery Lecturer application, and the Sitings 2014 application instructions on the RISD 
Museum website.  
The Leonard Pearlstein Gallery at Drexel University in Philadelphia is in a state 
of transition, as it recently moved to a new and larger space. There is a strategic plan to 
dramatically revise the curatorial process and scope, as well as to establish an endowment. 
Currently, graduate assistants and co-op undergraduate students support the Leonard 
Pearlstein Gallery. I interviewed the Gallery Manager and a student intern.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
Oberlin College Allen Memorial Art Museum 
 
According to its website, Oberlin College’s Allen Memorial Art Museum 
(AMAM) was founded in 1917 and has a collection of almost 14,000 objects. AMAM 
completed a major renovation in 2011. This museum was part of the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation College and University Art Museum Program, and they continue to offer both 
academic and non-academic programs to their students and the community. According to 
the 2011-12 Annual Report, over 3600 regional children attended the museum through 
Public/K-12 tours, and an additional 900 people attended other public programs (Duffes 
2012, 31). There were 17 undergraduate student docents and Museum Assistants that year 
(Duffes 2012, 38), as well as 18 students in the Practicum of Museum Education course 
that trained students in the theories and practices of museum learning (Duffes 2012, 31). 
The longevity of these student engagement programs offers rich data on the goals, 
strategies, functionality and benefits of these types of programs. I interviewed Jason 
Trimmer, Curator of Education, and Julia Melfi, a junior at Oberlin College and the 
Education Department Assistant, during the winter of 2013-14. I also observed a student-
led school tour of first graders that was a part of the Practicum of Museum Education 
course offered during Oberlin College’s winter term of 2014.  
Jason Trimmer outlined his participation in two programs that specifically recruits 
Oberlin undergraduate students. He supervises a student docent program that has been in 
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operation at the Museum since 1990, and he regularly hires and supervises a Student 
Assistant in the Education Program. Trimmer created a course, taught during Oberlin 
College’s compressed four-week winter term, called “Practicum in Museum Education.” 
This course trains students in the theories and practices of museum education, 
specifically to recruit and train students to be part of AMAM’s student docents. The 
course enrolls a maximum of 20 students, and meets for four hours every afternoon.  
According to Trimmer, the goal is “to get them comfortable with leading discussions in 
the galleries” (Trimmer 2013). This includes gallery games, a project on a specific object 
in the collection that includes a paper and presentation, leading tours for school groups, 
talks by curators and other museum staff, field trips to other museums, and extensive 
training in Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) that all AMAM school tours use. VTS was 
developed by Phillip Yenawine and Abigail Housen as a questions-based learning 
program where group “discussions of visual art [are used] to significantly increase 
student engagement and performance” (Housen and Yenawine 2014). Students who 
complete this course are then put on the list of available docents for school tours. 
Trimmer indicated that through natural attrition (graduation, study abroad, and 
dedication) he had about nine or ten “hard-core docents” that he could rely upon each 
year, who end up giving about one to three school tours a semester (Trimmer 2013).  
AMAM has strong connections with the Oberlin city schools, and the 1st and 2nd 
grade students visit the museum once a month; the tours relate to their curriculum. For 
those school tours, Trimmer meets with the docents a week before the tour to select the 
works “that will meet that curriculum the best and also be a good discussion” (Trimmer 
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2013). For other tours that aren’t with regularly scheduled groups, Trimmer will often let 
the docents select the three or four works that they are comfortable with (Trimmer 2013).  
During the first grade school tour observed on January 21, 2014, there were two 
student docents, fifteen first grade students, two teachers, one museum guard, and four 
observing (and silent) student docents-in-training. Each docent led the students in a 
discussion of two objects for ten minutes each, alternating leading the discussion and 
being timekeeper for the other docent. Each object was in a different part of the museum, 
which required the group to get up and move after each discussion. The docent also 
emphasized the rules of behavior in museums, both through explicit directions such as 
“look with your eyes not your fingers” or “use your words to tell me” and by modeling 
behavior. This was reinforced by the guard, who stepped in when objects were in danger 
of being jostled by the children, but was otherwise silent.  
The docents used Visual Thinking Strategies for the discussions of the objects. 
They started by asking the first graders to silently observe the object for 30 seconds, 
although in reality it was generally less than 20 seconds before discussion started. It was 
apparent that these children had been on tours before, as students raised their hands with 
little prompting. The docent asked them to make observations about the object. The 
docent would always ask a follow-up question, either asking the student to prove their 
previous statement based on what they saw, or for clarification. While the docents often 
used formal art analysis terms (composition, texture, etc.), the first graders were more 
interested in discussing narrative, objects, or character. In the four discussions, only two 
students commented on color. The docents did not direct the discussion, but rather 
allowed the students to draw their own conclusions based on their observations. Even 
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when students asked to read the wall labels, i.e. to get the “answers,” the docents 
redirected them to the object itself. One docent said, “We’re learning new things that [the 
wall label] doesn’t tell us.” While the students didn’t directly talk to each other, they did 
respond to each other’s ideas and built upon each other’s observations. While some 
students did falter during the follow-up questions, most were able to articulate their ideas 
and be specific about what they were seeing. Students brought in outside knowledge, 
such as “in the old days there wasn’t a lot of stuff” when talking about a 19th century 
painting of an interior. The docents tried to engage all of the students by calling on 
different students who raised their hands, or asking if there was anyone who hadn’t talked 
who would like to; however, they did not force students to talk by calling on students 
who weren’t actively participating. The docents weren’t leading them to specific ideas or 
conclusions, but rather going where the students took them. At the end of each discussion 
of the object, the docent thanked the students, summed up some of the recurring themes 
in the observations, and remarked that the students suggested things she hadn’t thought of 
before.  
Education Assistant Julia Melfi discussed her involvement in planning tours. As a 
former student docent, she indicated that Trimmer gave her a lot of freedom in planning 
tours and family or children’s programs. For example, she recently organized a program 
for a local Girl Scout Troop on collage. She created the plan, reviewed it with Trimmer 
and then taught the workshop. This process gave her a feeling of ownership, as she said 
she appreciated “being able to have agency and freedom over how to you chose to tailor 
your tours [and to] take hold of that responsibility” (Melfi 2014). She also described the 
process of giving tours as invigorating and directly connected to her larger interest in “the 
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social function of the museum,” as it is “rewarding to give tours to the same class 
multiple weeks in a row and watch them progress week to week or month to month. They 
make huge leaps, and by the end of the year are like stellar museum-goers” (Melfi 2014). 
The school groups that have repeated visits not only develop stronger visual literacy 
skills within the students, but also foster a level of comfort with visiting a museum for 
both students and teachers. These school groups have come to see AMAM as a valuable 
resource for their curriculum (Trimmer 2013).  
The student docent program is seen as an asset by AMAM staff and by Oberlin art 
history faculty. Trimmer said that the docent program is a “huge help for the tours [and] 
for the programs” in that the students provide the unpaid labor that allows AMAM to 
offer more programs that it otherwise could (Trimmer 2013). Moreover, Oberlin art 
history faculty have told him that students who have taken the Practicum in Museum 
Education class and led tours as docents have stronger visual analysis skills, as “they're 
spending a little more time looking rather than maybe trying to strictly connect it with 
their readings and regurgitating whatever facts they're learning” (Trimmer 2013). The 
student docent program is also seen as an entry point to other opportunities at the 
museum. It is the first thing interested students are encouraged to do both because it gets 
them “on the radar with the people here” and for logistical reasons, as “twenty students 
[are] easier to manage than having them all apply for an assistant position which is going 
to be much more competitive” (Trimmer 2013).  
The Student Assistant program is AMAM’s other non-academic program for 
undergraduates. Each museum department hires one Assistant during the academic year, 
and another over the summer; these are paid positions. When Trimmer was hired in 2006 
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it was an informal application process, but it has evolved into formal job postings; 
students also hear about the positions through faculty, word of mouth or social media 
(Trimmer 2013). Interested students provide a cover letter which often doubles as a 
writing sample, a CV, list of references and, if qualified, an interview. Trimmer talked 
about the value of interviewing all of the Education Department candidates, as “this is 
very likely the first time they've ever been interviewed. To take them through that process 
of cover letter, application, interview, and being hired or more often not hired; it is itself 
an educational experience” (Trimmer 2013). This is in line with the general perception of 
the Student Assistant program as being valuable not just for the work the students do for 
the museum, but  “as being critical to [the students’] pre-professional experience” 
(Trimmer 2013).  
As the Education Department Assistant, Melfi had a range of responsibilities. She 
was responsible for tours, children’s programs, and several long-term projects designed 
by Trimmer, including program assessment and research for educational materials. Melfi 
echoed this idea of her Assistantship as a pre-professional experience, as she said, “you 
are doing good research and good work and real work…. It's something that you could 
write on a resume, and it's giving you skills” (Melfi 2014).  
Trimmer and Melfi identified benefits and challenges with these programs. For 
Melfi, aside from the pre-professional experience and ownership over the content of her 
tours and programs, she described the privileged access to the Museum as another 
perceived benefit of being as Assistant (Melfi 2014). She also had the opportunity to 
write a few wall labels, and again the concept of ownership was paramount for her, as she 
said “it's exciting to think that I can point to that on the wall and say I wrote that” (Melfi 
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2014). Trimmer described benefits both for the museum and for him personally. For the 
museum, aside from the specific tasks the students perform, they also provide inside 
information on projects or classes on campus or in the community that museum staff 
wouldn’t have otherwise heard about (Trimmer 2013). Trimmer talked about the reward 
of working with enthusiastic undergraduates, as he said, “when I engage with the docents 
or the student assistants it's tough to sustain a bad mood. Also they'll make connections 
that I hadn't thought of, or maybe that I'd made seven years ago and had forgotten about” 
(Trimmer 2013). He also mentioned that he takes advantage of the undergraduates’ 
inexperience in the student docent program, as “they're able to be molded. They'll accept 
VTS. VTS can sometimes be controversial” (Trimmer 2013)2.  
For Trimmer, the biggest challenge comes from working with the age group of 
traditional college students who typically have limited professional experience, as “in 
general one of the challenges of working with students is that ... there are different 
spectrums of preparedness, on a scale” (Trimmer 2013). One of the ways this may 
manifest is when he has a shy student docent and preparing that student to talk in front of 
fifteen children. This seems to happen fairly often, and there have been several student 
docents who have participated in the program in order to improve their public speaking 
skills (Trimmer 2013). He views this as an opportunity for both him and the student 
docents, as “it's a growth process for me too, mixing and matching, and putting them in 
situations where even if they can't excel as such they can use it as a learning experience” 
(Trimmer 2013). When he first started at AMAM, a challenge was getting the students to 
show up on time but with Google calendars “those issues have kind of fallen away” 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Trimmer discussed the challenges of introducing VTS in public museums that had been using script-based 
tours, as VTS demands open-ended discussions and “you don't actually give any information out” (2014). 
(Trimmer 2014).  
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(Trimmer 2013). He acknowledges that he is privileged to be working with highly 
motivated students at an exclusive, top-ranked college, as “Oberlin students come here 
with a sense of community service” (Trimmer 2013). He sees another challenge tied to 
the benefit of pre-professional experience. While students get invaluable experience for 
their resumes, they may also get false expectations about what their early careers in 
museums may look like, as the students may not understand “that it's going to potentially 
be a very long time before they'll get to have this kind of experience again” (Trimmer 
2013).  
One of the long-term projects Trimmer and Melfi were working on was 
developing a method of assessing the student docent program, not only developing a 
rubric for the tours themselves but measuring the impact on the student docents. Melfi 
researched the records of 150 student docent alumni from 1990-2002 and 2006, and 22% 
of those alumni were in the arts or museum related careers (Melfi 2014). Melfi herself 
said that through her experiences as a student docent and an Assistant “I've found a new 
love for museums and a museum career” (Melfi 2014). Trimmer mentioned several 
student docent alumni who were working or interning at major museums around the 
country (Trimmer 2013). This data implies that non-academic programs like AMAM’s 
student docent and Assistantship programs may affect long-term participation in the 
visual arts or museum fields for participating students.  
The success of these programs is dependent on their structure, their history, and 
their reputation. Art history faculty at Oberlin recommend working at AMAM to 
interested students, and see direct benefits to those connections (Trimmer 2013).  The 
long history of the student docent program has allowed the Museum to build significant 
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relationships with the local school system. Much of the recruiting for the program, which 
is seen by both students and staff as an entry point to other Museum opportunities, is 
done by word of mouth. By training the docents through an academic class they have the 
opportunity to work as a group, earn credit for the experience, and it gives legitimacy to 
the program in a college culture “that's known for academics, where doing your 
homework is cool” (Trimmer 2013). The reputation of the Assistantship positions is such 
that they are very competitive; one year Trimmer had twenty applicants for one position 
(2013).  The longevity of these student engagement programs at AMAM provides a 
unique opportunity to study the effects of these programs on both the museum’s outreach 
and education efforts, and on the student participants themselves.  
 
Smith College Museum of Art 
 
Smith College Museum of Art (SCMA) was another college involved in the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation College and University Museum Grant program, and 
continued to focus its collection and activities with connecting with the campus and 
community. According to the SCMA website, their collection is focused on the 
academics of the College as it “served to support the curriculum” (2014). SCMA has 
several resources for connecting faculty and academics with the Museum, including a 
teaching gallery, symposia and lectures, online collections research and a dedicated staff 
person to help faculty make curriculum connections. SCMA also has several established 
programs outside of academics dedicated to helping students connect to the Museum. 
These programs include the Student Museum Educators, which is a group of student 
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volunteers that lead school tours and have weekly training sessions. The Frame 
Conservation Program, led by the Chief Preparator, gives students hands-on experience 
in the conservation and reproduction of historic frames. The Student Museum Advisory 
Council (SMAC) advises the Museum on programming and marketing to students, plans 
and staffs a special students-only event at the Museum, and writes a blog to increase 
student awareness of SCMA exhibitions and arts programs on campus. Student Picks is a 
student exhibition program run out of the Cunningham Center for the Study of Prints, 
Drawings, and Photographs. Each month a student, drawn by lottery, meets with the Post-
Baccalaureate Curatorial Fellow and curates a one-day exhibition in the Cunningham 
Center. I interviewed Louise Martindell, Membership and Gifts Assistant and staff liaison 
to SMAC, and Chelsie Dias, student Coordinator of SMAC, observed a SMAC meeting, 
and conducted a focus group with SMAC members. I also interviewed Maggie Kurkoski, 
Post-Baccalaureate Curatorial Fellow at the Cunningham Center, and Marion Gajonera, 
Student Picks student curator and a senior Art History major. I examined documents 
including the SCMA website, the SMAC blog, Student Picks Handbook, report on the 
2010-2014 Student Picks exhibitions including attendance, and results of a survey of 
students involved with Student Picks during 2013-2014.  
 SMAC was started during the academic year of 2009-2010 as a Museum-
sponsored organization; there’s a staff liaison, the student Coordinator is a paid position, 
and SMAC activities have to be approved by the Museum. Originally it was a focus 
group “where different staff members were invited to meet with this core group of 
students… [and] the staff could brainstorm with the students” (Dias and Martindell 2014). 
During SMAC’s second year the group and museum staff started a Smith-students only 
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evening event, Night at Your Museum, to bring more students to the Museum. Each year 
the attendance has increased; according to Martindell, “this year alone we had 650 plus 
students attend the event…. we had 300 in the first fifteen minutes” (Dias and Martindell 
2014). For Dias, Night at Your Museum “gave us a purpose to really have a way to 
actually market to students and actually liaison between the student body and the 
museum” (Dias and Martindell 2014).  
SMAC “leads the marketing efforts on the event and really helps with the 
programming” (Dias and Martindell 2014). For 2014, for example, SMAC members put 
posters up around campus, met with Education department staff to plan programs within 
the event, and created a photography contest on Instagram. The theme of this year’s event, 
sustainability and environmentalism, was connected to the temporary exhibition at the 
Museum. According to Dias, “we thought we could help spread the word through a 
hashtag…. The purpose of it was not to get the photos but just to get people buzzing 
about it” (Dias and Martindell 2014). This was a successful campaign, as they had over 
200 submissions to the contest (Dias and Martindell 2014). This year’s SMAC had to 
deal with a specific marketing obstacle, in that the College removed all student mailboxes. 
In previous years, SMAC designed a postcard for Night at Your Museum and distributed 
them to all Smith students via their mailbox. SMAC developed three solutions, including 
the Instagram challenge, putting a poster in every bathroom stall “so they’ll see it on a 
continuous basis,” and they sent an email blast to students (Dias and Martindell 2014). 
For all of these marketing efforts, Martindell remarked that SMAC “works closely with 
the Marketing Director and with myself to provide feedback, editing advice, suggestions 
as to what the content should be” and then executes those plans themselves (Dias and 
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Martindell 2014). Martindell believes that the Museum helps SMAC as they  “empower 
the students to tell us how to get the word out to students” and by facilitating the 
realization of their ideas (Dias and Martindell 2014).  
SMAC also writes a blog about the Museum and arts events on campus. Generally, 
there are one or more posts per week during the academic year, written by different 
SMAC members. These entries range from suggestions for trips to regional museums, 
reviews or announcements of the Museum or arts related events on campus, or interviews 
with Student Picks curators or alumni working in the arts. SMAC meetings are one hour, 
and starting in 2013-2014, SMAC members wrote their blog posts during that meeting. 
For Dias this approach is more successful, as it meant that SMAC members didn’t have 
“to do any outside work.” She added, “it’s hard to ask them to do stuff outside of the 
group unless they’re really dedicated” as all of the students except the SMAC 
Coordinator are volunteers (Dias and Martindell 2014).  
New members are generally recruited at the beginning of the academic year, and 
the group is open to all majors. During the College-wide check-in time for new students, 
the Museum has a table advertising the different ways students can get involved, and as 
Martindell said, “SMAC is always represented, that’s how Chelsie became involved” 
(Dias and Martindell 2014). The Museum also participates in all of the activities fairs, 
lists SMAC in their email calendar, and asks faculty to announce it in their classes. New 
members are also recruited during Night at Your Museum. Generally, Martindell hires the 
SMAC Coordinator from the group of existing SMAC members as “it’s really important 
[for her] to have a background in how the group runs” (Dias and Martindell 2014). The 
SMAC Coordinator runs the meetings, takes minutes and meets separately with 
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Martindell once a week. Martindell looks for candidates with leadership ability, 
specifically “somebody who I can really trust to run meetings on their own and create 
agendas and take minutes, and somebody who can be engaged and also is proud of the 
group” (Dias and Martindell 2014).  
For the Museum, SMAC does fulfill its mission of being the voice of the students. 
Martindell said that in general, the Museum staff values SMAC as “over time they’ve 
gained this level of authority and respect so that their voice is actively heard and really 
appreciated” (Dias and Martindell 2014). For example, there have been several instances 
in staff meetings where the Director has asked Martindell to “check with SMAC to see 
what they would think “ (Dias and Martindell 2014). In fact, the Director of the Museum 
invited Dias as the SMAC Coordinator to serve on a selection committee for an architect.  
For SMAC members, several mentioned the special access to the Museum 
afforded to the group as an explicit benefit, as the “best part is getting to know how to 
organize events and be able to go inside, I feel so privileged to be able to do that … I 
have a pass, I get to go inside the staff quarters” (Boazman et al. 2014). Others mentioned 
that it was “very nice to go to the museum when it’s quiet” (Boazman et al. 2014). For 
others, it was the connections to other students that a small group like SMAC creates, as 
she wanted “to find other Smithies that are interested and have academic interests that go 
past the classroom and be able to create a community of those people” (Boazman et al. 
2014). All enjoyed the structure of the group and believed that it contributed to the 
success of the group’s projects. 
Some of the challenges with SMAC have to do with retention of members. The 
group may start with 20 members at the beginning of the year, but over time only five or 
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six people emerge as a core group; for Dias, part of her learning process as Coordinator 
was realizing that “you come to know who you can count on and who you can’t count 
on” (Dias and Martindell 2014). She said, “I was really nervous because I wasn’t sure if 
everybody was going to pull through but everybody did, and that moment of truth was the 
biggest challenge” (Dias and Martindell 2014). Dias thought that the revised structure of 
the meetings, namely writing the blog posts during the meetings, really helped with 
retention, as “sometimes the group became disengaged or not motivated, unless we have 
a purpose” (Dias and Martindell 2014). Dias also mentioned the challenges associated 
with the group’s mission of engaging students with the Museum, as “a big issue is that a 
lot of people look at the museum as kind of a conservative, exclusive place, which we try 
to deconstruct” (Dias and Martindell 2014). For her, Night at Your Museum is the best 
way to undermine that stereotype about the Museum. For SMAC members, the biggest 
challenges seemed to be working within the Museum as an institution and their 
frustration with the layers of bureaucracy not experienced by other student organizations. 
One student said, “It’s hard representing the brand of the museum” because she was 
frustrated by having to get permission from multiple departments in order to implement 
different marketing ideas (Boazman et al. 2014). For Martindell, the biggest challenge is 
harnessing the enthusiasm in the group to direct their efforts towards SMAC’s mission of 
being a voice to and for the Museum. SMAC members want to blog about or market all 
arts activities on campus, while museum staff wants SMAC to be focused solely on 
museum programs. She said, “it’s a little tricky because I do feel that on staff, there are 
certain people who want everything to relate strictly to the museum…. staff feel one way 
but students have a very different opinion, so that’s a challenge” (Dias and Martindell 
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2014). Having the SMAC Coordinator greatly assists her in navigating those different 
agendas.  
The SMAC meeting started with a debriefing of Night at Your Museum, which 
had taken place the week before. There were five SMAC members present, including 
Dias. Two were first-years, one a sophomore, and two (including Dias) were seniors. 
They had snacks and brown bag lunches. Dias led the meeting. One incentive/give-away 
program at the event was a “build your own terrarium,” which were all built and 
distributed within the first fifteen minutes of the event. In fact, none of the SMAC 
members present at the meeting had been able to get one. That idea had been something 
that SMAC suggested to the Education department during a brainstorming session in one 
of their regular meetings. The group talked about Facebook being ineffective in 
marketing Night at Your Museum, and that the Instagram challenge and posters were the 
most effective. Meeting attendees reported that friends had great things to say about the 
event, such as “it was the best thing about my weekend” (Boazman et al. 2014).  
The group then talked about blog posts. Dias discussed writing about a 
tangentially related event, the spring bulb show at the Botanical Garden. She listed 
different arts events on campus, including theater, and asked for volunteers to write posts. 
For the theater event, she asked for a preliminary announcement and then a review, as 
another example of SMAC marketing events outside of the museum. Dias also talked 
about the different student art shows on campus, and a performance event the previous 
weekend. Everyone volunteered for a post, or suggested a post they wanted to write. For 
the performance piece, the writer asked if there were photos, and Dias referred her to 
someone to ask.  She reviewed each person’s assignment, and then the group spent about 
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half-hour writing on their laptops or tablets. At the end, the writers sent their text to Dias, 
who said she’d post them later that day.  
Student Picks is a program run by the Cunningham Center for the Study of Prints, 
Drawings and Photographs. Selected students work with the Cunningham Center staff 
and curate a small exhibition based on a theme of the student’s choice, and the exhibition 
is displayed on a Friday afternoon in the Cunningham Center.  Student Picks is designed 
to both engage individual students with the Collection, and to have students share their 
vision and interpretation to the wider campus community. The program is in its sixth year. 
The six student curators and two alternates are picked by lottery. The decision to use a 
lottery was to “reach out to students who might not normally see themselves as museum 
people or art people,” and without a lottery the fear was that it would “put off those 
chemistry majors or those women's studies majors who might not really think of 
themselves as someone who could curate an exhibition” (Kurkoski 2014c).  Ballot boxes 
are placed in locations around campus and are up for the first month of the academic year. 
Students enter as many times as they wished, although the results of a survey 2013-2014 
student curators showed that 75% of 2013-2014 winners entered only 1-5 times, and 25% 
entered 11-20 times (Kurkoski 2014b, 2). In 2013 there were over 1000 entries from 271 
individual students (Kurkoski 2014c). The Museum encourages students from all 
academic backgrounds to enter, and according to their website, “most students who do 
Student Picks have little or no prior experience with museums or art history” (2014).  
Kurkoski wrote an eleven-page Student Picks handbook that she gave to all 
student curators at a group meeting in the fall. This handbook included background 
information on some of the media the students might encounter in the collection, as well 
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as directions on how to search the collections database, suggestions on how to think 
about organizing the show, and an eight-step process to complete the project. The eight 
steps include: think about a theme for your show; select objects to look at in the SCMA’s 
database; make an appointment with Kurkoski to see the objects; create a final list of 
those objects during the meeting; create a title and written materials, including labels and 
curatorial statement; invite others to the show and give Kurkoski suggestions on who to 
send marketing materials to; help set up the show (voluntary); and attend the show on the 
first Friday of the month from noon until four pm (Kurkoski 2013). Marketing for the 
show included a post on the Cunningham Center’s blog with the curatorial statement, 
bookmarks, posters, and emails to select academic departments.  
The handbook and the initial group meeting were designed to dispel any anxiety 
students may have had about this program (Kurkoski 2014c). In the meeting, after 
distributing the handbook, Kurkoski led a discussion about one work using Visual 
Thinking Strategies. Her hope was that this workshop would let “them engage with the 
art and realize that I do have a curatorial voice, and what I think about art, I don't have to 
be a museum worker to think about art this way” (Kurkoski 2014c).  
During the individual meetings with the student curators, Kurkoski assists them 
with defining their vision as well as selecting pieces for the exhibition, although she does 
not create the theme for them; she said that she and the students look “at a lot of different 
pieces and sort of narrowing down what they're imagining in their heads versus what we 
actually have. If they already have a realistic … idea in their mind I let them run with it” 
(Kurkoski 2014c). Student curator Marion Gajonera had a specific theme she wanted to 
work with, and was excited about the process and the exhibition itself. She said she 
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wanted viewers  “to enjoy the presence of all these art works and just think about their 
mom” (Gajonera 2014). During her meeting with Kurkoski she found a photograph that 
fit her theme of Mother and Child, and “after seeing it with Maggie I made it as my 
iPhone screen just because I fell in love with it” (Gajonera 2014).  
Kurkoski described the challenges with the Student Picks program as twofold. 
Sometimes the student curators come in with very vague ideas and she had to try and help 
them to focus their theme but still have it connect with what was in the collection 
(Kurkoski 2014c). The other challenge is scheduling the meetings, as “Smith students are 
… so busy all the time … you 're giving students this great opportunity to work with the 
collection but they also have … limited time to implement all of the great ideas they 
have” (Kurkoski 2014c). Based on the survey results, some students were frustrated by 
the hours of the exhibition and suggested having “it over the weekend because some 
students are not free from 12-4pm” (Kurkoski 2014b, 7). While Kurkoski did not discuss 
expanding the exhibit hours, she did mention that the curator’s statement and digital 
images of the works selected go on the Cunningham Center’s blog as way of extending 
the life of the exhibition. Survey results also suggest challenges with the handbook, as 
results showed that 75% of student curators referred to the handbook only once or twice 
and 25% said they didn’t look at it at all (Kurkoski 2014b, 2).  
For the Museum, Student Picks brings a variety of students into the Museum and 
into the Cunningham Center who may not have otherwise gone there. Attendance at the 
Student Picks exhibitions in 2013-2014 averaged 36 people, down from 65 the previous 
academic year (Kurkoski 2014a). Kurkoski attributed that change to the weather, as many 
exhibition days had snow or rain (2014c). In general she said that “people who come tend 
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to care a lot, because they're either professors of the student, or friends, or housemates” 
and so regardless of attendance numbers the interaction with student curators and the 
objects during the exhibition was valuable (Kurkoski 2014c). Kurkoski observed that this 
program gives the student curators a “chance to connect with the collection on a really 
deep level” (2014c). Museum staff appreciate the program, as “there's definitely some 
regulars who come to every single student picks show” including members of the 
Marketing department and “people in the security staff who wait for it every time and 
come in whenever they can take a break” (Kurkoski 2014c).  
The students have generally positive responses as well. One survey respondent 
wrote “it was so much fun and the staff is so nice! I definitely plan on visiting them. I am 
really sad the whole process is over actually” (Kurkoski 2014b, 7). One hundred percent 
of survey respondents rated their satisfaction with the experience of working with 
museum staff high, and 75% of the respondents believed that the workload demands of 
the program were comfortable (Kurkoski 2014b, 3-4). For Gajonera, the program gave 
her a feeling of legitimacy as an art history major, as she said, “I feel like a real academic 
… being able to see it on paper” (Gajonera 2014). Kurkoski described one student’s 
exhibition the previous year and the extra work she put into the show, as the student 
added some videos and miniature kimonos that “made that show very memorable and 
personal; I still hear people talking about her show” (Kurkoski 2014c). Kurkoski wanted 
to continue to encourage future student curators to create supplementary materials for 
their exhibitions (2014c). She said that Student Picks could be a moment of real 
connection with the Museum for the student curators as many of them experienced the 
collection for the first time through the program. One student curator in 2013-2014 was a 
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medieval studies major and inexperienced with art, but when the student left the 
Cunningham Center “she said she felt sad leaving the objects because in some ways 
they'd become hers. In some sense the whole collection is hers, she just never had the 
chance to experience it before” (Kurkoski 2014c). For Kurkoski this sort of deep 
engagement meant the Student Picks program was a success for the students involved 
(2014c). While Student Picks created a deep sense of connection for the small number of 
students who participated in the program, the restricted hours of the exhibition and the 
minimal marketing meant that the program had limited success in opening the collection 
to the student body as a whole. 
 One of the consistencies of these diverse programs at SCMA is that the staff 
involved gave significant ownership of the programs and projects to the student 
participants. Martindell hired a student Coordinator to be the leader of SMAC, and that 
young woman ran the meetings, coordinated the blog, and communicated with SMAC 
members. This also allowed that student Coordinator to mentor the younger members of 
SMAC and give them a position to aspire to – something that helped with retention in the 
group (Dias and Martindell 2014). In Student Picks, Kurkoski created a structure to guide 
non-art students through the process of curating an exhibition and selecting work, but did 
not determine content for them. In fact, she actively encouraged them to create meanings 
and even supplementary material for their exhibitions. These feelings of ownership led to 
consistent expressions of pride and dedication on the part of the students, which led to the 
success of the programs (Boazman et al. 2014, Dias and Martindell 2014, Gajonera 2014, 
Kurkoski 2014c).  
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Rhode Island School of Design Museum 
 
 Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) Museum was founded in 1877 at the same 
time as the Rhode Island School of Design, and maintains a close relationship with the art 
school. The RISD Museum was the remaining participant in the Andrew W. Mellon 
College and University Art Museum Program in this study. The RISD Museum has a 
number of established programs for RISD students and students from other academic 
institutions. These include volunteer Gallery Lecturers, a paid Summer Internship 
Program, and a Sitings Competition, an annual juried competition for RISD students for 
site-specific installations within the Museum. I interviewed Deborah Wilde, Associate 
Educator of Academic Programs, and analyzed web pages relating to the three student 
engagement programs listed above.  
 The Gallery Lecturer program recruits undergraduate and graduate students from 
regional universities. The Gallery Lecturers give half-hour tours on Thursday and Sunday 
afternoons on a topic of their choice. There is a simple online application form, which 
asks interested students to outline the extracurricular activities they are involved in, 
describe a positive museum experience, and detail their interest in the program. Students 
are then asked to the Museum for an interview with Wilde and an established Gallery 
Lecturer. Wilde indicated that interviewing prospective Gallery Lecturers with another 
student was important, as “they hear things that I don’t hear” (Wilde 2014). Gallery 
Lecturers are asked to commit to weekly two-hour training sessions during the fall 
semester, and to giving three tours per semester the following year(s) as well as attending 
two one-hour meetings of student Gallery Lecturers per semester (RISD Museum 
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Opportunities 2014). The students come from a range of backgrounds and interests, and 
during academic year 2013-2014, Gallery Lecturers included students in applied math, in 
marine biology, science, economics, and Islamic studies. There are generally 12-15 
Gallery Lecturers each year, new and returning, and the program has been in operation 
for five years. Wilde sees the program as being at capacity (Wilde 2014). Training 
consists of tours of the museum, meetings with Education Department staff, and group 
discussions about the Gallery Lecturers’ chosen topics. Over the course of the training 
semester, the group helps each other as they hold “[critiques] of their tours, and they do 
tours for each other, it’s like a [critique], but they’re just so helpful to each other” (Wilde 
2014).  
 For the Museum, the Gallery Lecturers provide free educational programs to the 
public, and talk about objects from different perspectives. During the first year of the 
program, an architecture graduate student talked about “what she called slanted planes 
both in 2D and 3D, it was great” (Wilde 2014). Moreover, some of the Museum visitors 
who go on the Gallery Lecturer tours enjoy connecting with college-aged students, and 
for Wilde, that can be just as important an experience as the tour itself (Wilde 2014). 
Informally, the Gallery Lecturers give the museum staff access to a student’s perspective 
on museum programs (Wilde 2014). Wilde sees mostly intangible benefits for the Gallery 
Lecturers (Wilde 2014). The program provides a regular opportunity for the students to 
“break out of [their] own little world” which provides relief from the stress of college or 
graduate life (Wilde 2014). In a conversation with a returning Gallery Lecturer, Wilde 
reported that she said, “’I learn so much from these students, other majors who look at 
things so differently’” (Wilde 2014). The Gallery Lecturers also get an inside perspective 
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on museum culture as they get to know museum staff and curators, and are given a 
Museum identification card that grants them privileged access (Wilde 2014).  
 The challenges associated with the program stem primarily from working with 
volunteers. Wilde said that there have been some students who haven’t been committed 
(Wilde 2014). She also indicated that recruiting is sometimes be challenging, as “we 
can’t make it too big because we can’t pay them” (Wilde 2014). The other challenge is 
helping the students develop their public speaking skills, which is part of why she 
developed an extensive training program (Wilde 2014). Previously the tours were on 
Thursday evenings, but there was sparse attendance. This was problematic for both 
Museum as it meant limited engagement with the public, and it was troubling for the 
Gallery Lecturers who found it discouraging to have no audience (Wilde 2014). The tour 
times were recently rescheduled to Sunday afternoons, and she reported that after the 
change attendance was up to ten-twelve visitors per tour (Wilde 2014).  
 Sitings was established in 1995 as a competition that encouraged RISD students 
“to respond to the Museum’s collection, its architectural idiosyncrasies, and the way 
people navigate its spaces” (RISD Museum Opportunities 2014). The Museum pre-selects 
a set of sites within the Museum, provides guidelines and gives site tours. Proposals are 
due in the fall, and an outside juror selects the work, usually a RISD graduate or someone 
who had work on view at the Museum (Wilde 2014). The proposals are selected in 
November, and winning students receive a $300 honorarium and up to $1000 in 
implementation funds. Students then develop the installations during the six-week winter 
term, and install in February. Students work with professional installation staff, and write 
and edit artist statements that are mounted as wall labels.  
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 The benefits for the Museum and participating students are tangible. For the 
Museum, they “get the spaces energized. The sites that we offer are transitional spaces, or 
spaces where art isn’t usually hung” (Wilde 2014). For the students, they get the 
experience of working with deadlines and professional staff, as well as a small 
honorarium, and the recognition of a museum exhibition (Wilde 2014). The challenge has 
been working with students who didn’t have the experience of the professional 
requirements of the field. Wilde said the hardest challenge for students was the long 
period of time between the proposal deadline and the implementation, as there is a 
temptation to revise their proposals (Wilde 2014). One year early in the program’s history 
“the student came in to install his piece and it was different than what he told the judges 
[and] …. we had an unhappy juror” (Wilde 2014). Since then the Museum has developed 
strict policies about any design change being approved by the juror “so there are no 
surprises” (Wilde 2014). There have been limited connections between Sitings and the 
academic departments at RISD. The glass department featured a video of a winning 
student making her piece on their webpage. Another sculpture professor used the Sitings 
guidelines as a project in her class. These connections were informal, however, as no 
museum staff have tried to make explicit connections with RISD faculty or programs and 
Sitings (Wilde 2014). 
 The Summer Internship Program was initially funded by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation grant for College and University Art Museums and had been open only to 
RISD and Brown University students. Now it is open to undergraduate and graduate 
students from around the country, and “we found the mix very healthy to get students 
from a number of different institutions in the summer” (Wilde 2014). It is a ten-week 
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program, and the students work 20-25 hours a week in various departments of the 
museum, including a five-hour weekly seminar on Wednesdays. The internship is paid, 
and is very competitive; for nine openings in 2014 there were over 120 applicants (Wilde 
2014). Interested students complete an application form, write a short statement about 
their goals, list relevant courses and request two letters of recommendation. According to 
the RISD Museum website, the goal of the Summer Internship Program is “to provide an 
overview of museum functions and in-depth experience working in conservation, 
curatorial, education, marketing or publication departments” and is designed “particularly 
for those students who have had little professional art museum experience” (2014). 
During the Wednesday seminar, students meet with staff from different departments, 
learn about museum operations and career paths, visit regional museums and talk with the 
Museum Director. Feedback from students in the early years of the program helped 
Wilde to structure the program, particularly the Wednesday seminar. At the end of the 
program, interns present a ten-minute talk to staff and invited guests about their 
experience, and they often contribute to the museum blog. For Wilde, the goal is not to 
provide pre-professional experience to the interns as she doesn’t “promote the internship 
as a career-defining path” but sees it to be “part of good education” (Wilde 2014).  
 For the Museum, the Summer Internship Program gets a lot of work done as “they 
do have actual projects” (Wilde 2014). In 2014, interns worked on object research, 
collections management, conservation, installation support, digital video production 
support, research on language learning and cultural competence, marketing, and editorial 
support. Wilde asserted that interns made a direct impact on Museum operations and gain 
valuable experience at the same time; one example was “that our conservator has 
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benefited a lot from student’s hands and eyes in different situations. It's a win-win 
situation for us to have the students here” (Wilde 2014). Students also help to bring 
energy to the Museum and to Wilde, as “summer time is a slow time in the museum” 
(Wilde 2014). For her, the biggest challenge is selecting the candidates, as “the best part 
is to write and say you're going to be an intern; the worst part is to write and say not this 
year” (Wilde 2014). There are potential on-going benefits for the Museum, as “very often, 
if an intern is local [he or she] will come back in another form. Once you train somebody, 
you don't want to lose that training” (Wilde 2014).  
 The consistencies of these RISD Museum programs include formalized training 
and freedom for the students to determine the content of their participation. The Gallery 
Lecturers are able to determine not only the pieces they would discuss but also the 
approach or content of that talk. They are, however, given many weeks of training in 
public speaking that includes opportunities to practice in front of each other before 
presenting their talks to the public. The Sitings competition may have structure in its 
policy and locations in the Museum, but the content and concepts of the proposals are up 
to the students themselves. The Summer Internship Program offers a range (from eight to 
nine, depending on funding) of positions and departments to apply to, and the program 
includes not only hours within that department but also a weekly structured seminar. The 
two paid programs, Sitings and the Summer Internship Program, were quite competitive, 
which helped with student accountability. The long tenure of the designated staff person, 
hired in 1999, contributed to the success of these programs, as she has been able to 
evaluate and redevelop them over the years.   
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University of Michigan Museum of Art 
 
The University of Michigan Museum of Art (UMMA) exhibits works from the collection 
and temporary exhibitions. According to the website, in 2009 UMMA completed a 
renovation and expansion that added 53,000 square feet to the facility. The Student 
Programming and Advisory Council (SPAC) was organized then in part to commemorate 
that museum expansion and increase student involvement by “planning a grand opening 
reception for students at the museum, a student-only party” (Harroun 2014b). I 
interviewed Lauren Rossi Harroun, Education Program Coordinator, Public Programs 
and Student Engagement, and Robbie Austin, junior at the University of Michigan and 
undergraduate member of SPAC. I also analyzed documents from the FY 2012-2013 
Annual Report.  
According to those documents, SPAC “serves as a direct link between UM 
students and UMMA, and ensures that UMMA is a meeting place for the arts for UM 
graduate and undergraduate students across campus” (Harroun 2014a, 3). In 2013-2014, 
SPAC had fifteen graduate and undergraduate student members, with majors ranging 
from Art and Design, Communication, Business, Linguistics, and Microbiology. From 
Harroun’s perspective, the role of SPAC is to be “the student voice within UMMA in 
terms of helping us decide what students might like to do, what they might like to 
participate in” (Harroun 2014b). SPAC meets every two weeks for one hour, and is often 
divided into subcommittees such as event planning or outreach and social committee. 
SPAC members regularly plan and volunteer at annual events like Artscapade, a 
welcome event for incoming freshmen, and Student Late Night, an after hours evening 
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event open only to University of Michigan students. In 2013, 1200 students attended 
Student Late Night, an increase of 400 from the previous year (Harroun 2014b). SPAC 
also writes a blog, which includes regular interviews with guest artists, curators and 
museum staff. In 2013-2014, SPAC coordinated a new student engagement project on the 
UMMA website, Love Art More, which was a series of prompts for UM students to 
engage with art on campus. One example of such a prompt was “Give Art a Hug” that 
encouraged students to find public art on campus and take and a picture of themselves 
giving it a hug. Aside from committee meetings and blog posts, SPAC members are 
required to volunteer at several events.  
 SPAC members are recruited during the spring semester for the following 
academic year. Harroun posts an announcement on the museum’s social media sites, and 
she advertises through posters on campus or connections with partner departments such 
as the School of Art and Design and the campus organization Arts at Michigan. Interested 
students are asked to submit a CV and a letter outlining their interest and applicable skills. 
Harroun then interviews select candidates to “choose as diverse a group as possible in 
terms of their majors and things like that, mainly for outreach purposes, but also to get 
feedback from students from a variety of different disciplines” (Harroun 2014b). She also 
looks for candidates seeking pre-professional museum experience, or experience in 
related fields. Both Harroun and Austin commented on the connection between the 
student docent program and SPAC. Austin had been a docent in 2012-2013 and then 
decided to join SPAC as a way to stay connected to the Museum (Austin 2014). Harroun 
mentioned that several students had come to SPAC that way (Harroun 2014b).  
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 Both SPAC members and UMMA benefit from this student engagement program. 
For the students, they get access to Museum staff and behind the scenes processes that 
regular museum visitors would not; both Harroun and Austin commented on the benefit 
of privileged access (Harroun 2014b, Austin 2014). Austin discussed the benefits of pre-
professional experience, as “you can get experience, especially in these committees, you 
can gain those skills, which would be good for your resume” (Austin 2014). Austin also 
discussed the pleasure in seeing the tangible results of her planning efforts with Student 
Late Night, as she felt it was “rewarding to see how we did have a part in contributing to 
it and to see how it’s successful with over 1000 community members and students” 
(Austin 2014). Another benefit for Austin is the atmosphere of the museum itself, and its 
separation from her other activities. She said, “I consider the museum to be a tranquil 
environment, it’s kind of peaceful in there. It can get kind of hectic running around to 
class and extracurricular activities, and the museum is more peaceful” (Austin 2014). For 
Harroun, SPAC gives her access to student views on programs, as the SPAC members are 
“our eyes and ears on campus, and our feet on the street. They can tell us what they're 
hearing from other students about UMMA and about their experiences at UMMA and 
what other students might specifically be interested in” (Harroun 2014b). They provide 
invaluable labor to staff the events they plan, as many events like Student Late Night 
involve multiple activities within the event. Harroun believes that SPAC helps to keep 
museum programming for students relevant, as “I can make decisions about what I think 
is cool, but whether or not students are going to think those things are cool is anybody's 
guess” (Harroun 2014b).  
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 There are several challenges with the group, however. For Harroun, the 
challenges she experiences are both with SPAC as a group of volunteers and challenges 
specific to Millennial-generation college students. The challenges associated with 
volunteers in general are often related to accountability. She talked specifically about the 
difficulties with getting students to create content for and post on the SPAC blog 
(Harroun 2014b). Both Austin and Harroun mentioned how over-committed University 
of Michigan students are, as there are over 1200 student organizations and “a strong 
volunteer culture” (Austin 2014). As Austin said, “Students are really busy, and this isn’t 
an assignment for class, this is extracurricular, so it’s hard to get students to do things that 
aren’t required” (Austin 2014). Harroun also discussed the challenges of communication 
associated with the Millennial generation. Increasingly it was becoming difficult for her 
to successfully communicate with the group via email, as “when I send them an email 
that's asking them to respond or asking them all to do something, the chances of that 
actually happening are so slim” (Harroun 2014b). While individuals will respond to texts 
immediately, there is no cell service in the basement where her office is located so that 
isn’t a viable option for regular communication. This severely hampers her ability to 
assist the group both with event planning between meetings and with the challenge of 
accountability. Even with the challenges, Harroun believes that SPAC is a successful 
program, as “while it's not always easy to keep them involved and productive, it's really 
great in terms of the museum's image and people knowing that we have this actively 
engaged group of students” (Harroun 2014b).  
 Unlike SMAC at Smith, UMMA’s SPAC is seen by both staff and students 
interviewed as a staff-led project. Of the SPAC meetings, Austin said “I would say 
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definitely [Harroun] runs the meeting, and she has the agenda and goes through the 
agenda and the objectives” (2014). Harroun herself declared that SPAC projects “are also 
my projects because I manage and oversee the Council, their events are really my events, 
and my events are their events” (2014b). While the success of these programs at all of the 
cases seemed to be dependent on a dedicated or designated staff liaison, the lack of a 
perception of ownership on the part of the students may be at the root of Harroun’s 
frustration with the student’s lack of accountability and communication. Given that her 
job isn’t assessed by quantitative data, as she said “I just keep doing what I'm doing and 
if students take advantage of what I have to offer then great, and if not, I still get to keep 
doing it,” a re-evaluation of her approach might lead to more satisfaction for both her and 
the student participants of SPAC (Harroun 2014b).  
 
Drexel University Leonard Pearlstein Gallery 
 
Drexel University’s Leonard Pearlstein Gallery is embarking on a new phase as it 
moved to a much larger (3,500 square feet) space in early 2012 and redefined its mission 
and curating practice through a strategic planning process. This redefinition is connected 
to the development of Drexel’s Innovation Neighborhood, as “the Gallery is a driving 
force of Drexel’s academic and city engagement efforts” (Hawkins and Zitcer 2013, 2). 
While the strategic plan addresses organizational and financial structure, curatorial 
policies and branding, there is no explicit mention of students as audience or participants, 
nor were students a part of the stakeholder analysis (Hawkins and Zitcer 2013, 1-10). The 
Leonard Pearlstein Gallery’s staff include a fulltime Director and Gallery Manager, as 
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well as support from graduate students and co-op undergraduate students. The gallery 
presents several professional exhibitions a year, including international exhibitions and a 
show of student work. I interviewed Amber Lauletta, Gallery Manager, and Lola 
Adésanya, undergraduate student intern, and examined the strategic plan.  
Lauletta indicated that the transitional state of the Gallery has led to some ad hoc 
practices regarding student engagement. She talked about two ways they work with 
students beyond attendance at exhibitions or events. The first is work-study gallery 
monitors, who greet visitors, answer phones, do simple data entry and maintain a human 
presence in the gallery during open hours. When the Gallery first relocated, they hired 
gallery monitors from any background or major on campus as “we were desperate” 
(Lauletta 2014). That experience made the staff realize that “we wanted students who 
were probably from our college who understood art a little bit more and also maybe some 
students from communications” (Lauletta 2014). While the goal of recruiting gallery 
monitors from the Antoinette Westphal College of Media Arts and Design has not been 
entirely successful, they do hire gallery monitors “who want to have skills on their 
resume that can engage a little bit more with the work that goes on in the gallery” 
(Lauletta 2014).  
The second way students are involved in the Gallery is through internships for 
special projects. The two interns they worked with applied to be gallery monitors but 
weren’t eligible for federal work-study, so the Gallery was unable to hire them in that 
capacity. Both were then recruited by Gallery staff to work on special projects as interns 
instead. The first intern catalogued and archived photographs and files from the Gallery’s 
previous twenty years. The second, Lola Adésanya, developed an Instagram identity for 
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the Gallery. Lauletta created goals with Adésanya for her internship, and met with her 
once a week. Initially Adésanya was going to write an online newsletter, but upon 
evaluation of her skills and interests the internship was adapted to social media. 
According to Lauletta, the online newsletter was “a litmus test, and [we] saw that her 
strength was that she's extremely proactive … which is wonderful. Her weakness is that 
she's not experienced enough … so we just scaled that down to fit for her” (Lauletta 
2014). That flexibility allowed Adésanya to be successful, in that she fulfilled the goals 
determined by Lauletta for the Instagram project, and Adésanya herself said she learned 
from the internship (Adésanya 2014).  
Although the Leonard Pearlstein Gallery’s student programs are not as formalized 
as the other cases, they do provide benefits to both Gallery and students. For Lauletta, the 
gallery monitors succeed in their primary responsibilities of  “[greeting] guests and 
[making] sure that the gallery is not falling down…. They're the front line” (Lauletta 
2014). Moreover, the gallery monitors occasionally assist with installation, marketing, 
running errands on campus, and volunteering at events; for the staff, having gallery 
monitors “frees us up to do the stuff that we need to do” (Lauletta 2014). One of the keys 
to success with retaining the gallery monitors is creating a positive work environment, as 
“we treat them very well, we get to know them and we talk to them” (Lauletta 2014). For 
Adésanya, she talked about enjoying the ownership of a specific project, as “I love to see 
something from the beginning to the end and to see growth and transformation” 
(Adésanya 2014). Initially she wanted to work at the Gallery because of the atmosphere, 
as “it was peaceful and not too crazy because I’m crazy enough with school” (Adésanya 
2014). She stated that she also learned a lot about research and time management by 
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working independently, as she said, “it’s taught me how to juggle things and how to 
really organize my day” (Adésanya 2014).  
For Gallery staff, the challenges of working with these students are connected to 
their lack of professional experience. For Lauletta, some of the frustration comes from 
having to teach the student monitors and interns “things that I would think of as common 
sense things are sometimes needing to be explained” including basic work skills such as 
“anything to do with a spreadsheet, or answering a phone, or even talking with guests and 
visitors, is something that's brand new for them” (Lauletta 2014). One of her strategies 
for dealing with this challenge is to try to find the student’s strengths, as the Gallery staff 
did with Adésanya. Lauletta talked about this as an ongoing process, as “I think just 
knowing that they want to get something out of this, and you want to get something out 
of it, so what does that negotiation look like” (Lauletta 2014). While Lauletta didn’t 
believe that “any of the students who have come through the gallery have changed their 
career goals” (Lauletta 2014), Adésanya discussed the positive effects of the internship 
experience on her ideas about marketing her fashion designs (Adésanya 2014).  
The key to the success of the program at Drexel is flexibility. The staff is able to 
work with interested students to design specific projects that both serves the Gallery 
needs and work with the student’s strengths and interests. As the Leonard Pearlstein 
Gallery works to fulfill its vision to be “a hub of creativity, inquiry, and engagement in 
contemporary art and design in the heart of Drexel’s Innovation Neighborhood” there 
may need to be more structure in place to be able to carve out the time and resources to 
work with student interns (Hawkins and Zitcer 2013, 2).
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 Many of the cases in this study have similar goals for their non-academic student 
programs. These programs are designed to give museum staff insight into the student 
perspective and to allow the museum to do additional work without hiring more 
professional staff. The strategies generally include using structured programs that have 
elements of flexibility to meet student interests and capabilities, recruiting a range of 
students from different majors and backgrounds, and having a dedicated (or designated) 
staff person as liaison.  
 
The most successful methods of recruiting students to participate in these 
programs seem to be networking, including attending activities fairs or first 
year/freshmen events, posters, and word of mouth (Adésanya 2014, Boazman et al. 2014, 
Dias and Martindell 2014, Harroun 2014b, Kurkoski 2014c, Kurkoski 2014c, Lauletta 
2014, Trimmer 2013). However, all of these networking or personal approaches are 
reinforced by information on the museum websites. Many have a structured or formal 
application process, but not all. Many use student educator or tour-guide programs as an 
entry-point for students, either deliberately as did AMAM, or by default as did UMMA, 
as that seemed to be the way that students came to the museums or learned about further 
opportunities at the museum (Austin 2014, Gajonera 2014, Harroun 2014b). Many 
recruited students from a range of academic majors (Boazman et al. 2014, Dias and 
Martindell 2014, Harroun 2014b, Trimmer 2013, Wilde 2014) but some wanted to recruit 
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students with connected majors or areas of interest (Lauletta 2014). 
The activities of these non-academic student programs include education (school 
and public tours or workshops), advisory councils, event planning, assisting a specific 
department or professional staff person, special projects, and creative or curatorial 
programs. Although some of these programs are structured with formal training sessions 
or meeting agendas, some are more ad hoc and specific to the circumstances or students 
involved. However, even the students involved in the more ad hoc programs have regular 
meetings with a specific staff person. The diversity of these programs suggest that having 
a range of activities allows these museums to recruit and retain a range of students in 
order to help the museums fulfill their goals.  
There was consistency during discussion of the challenges of these programs, as 
most staff expressed frustration with retention or training (Lauletta 2014, Trimmer 2013), 
holding students accountable (Dias and Martindell 2014, Harroun 2014b, Wilde 2014) 
and communication (Harroun 2014b, Lauletta 2014, Trimmer 2013). Those programs 
with paid student positions seemed to have more success holding students accountable 
and with communication, as all of the paid positions were competitive. The interviewed 
students in paid positions demonstrated pride and ownership in work and job (Dias and 
Martindell 2014, Melfi 2014). However, the interviewed unpaid students with special 
projects said that they felt ownership of also demonstrated pride and accountability 
(Adésanya 2014, Austin 2014, Boazman et al. 2014). The programs with structured 
training during designated work hours seemed to have more retention and helped the 
programs function more smoothly (Dias and Martindell 2014, Trimmer 2013, Wilde 
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2014). However, there were also students who were able to work independently and who 
relished that opportunity to structure their own projects and time (Adésanya 2014). A 
concern repeated at many of the institutions was the challenge of working with students 
who were already overcommitted (Adésanya 2014, Austin 2014, Dias and Martindell 
2014, Harroun 2014b).  
On the whole, the majority of these programs are successful in that they engaged 
these groups of students who in turn worked to bring in other students to the museum 
(Austin 2014, Boazman et al. 2014, Dias and Martindell 2014, Gajonera 2014, Harroun 
2014b, Kurkoski 2014c, Wilde 2014). Many said the programs are successful at bringing 
the student perspective to the museum staff, which in turn made the staff jobs easier (Dias 
and Martindell, Harroun 2014b, Wilde 2014). These programs extended the abilities of 
these museums to engage with the local community outside of the college or university 
(Adésanya 2014, Kurkoski 2014c, Trimmer 2013, Wilde 2014). Students who worked on 
specific short-term projects or events said that gave them a feeling of purpose and greater 
connection to the museum (Austin 2014, Boazman et al. 2014, Dias and Martindell 2014, 
Lauletta 2014, Melfi 2014). However, some of these programs like Sitings at the RISD 
Museum and Student Picks  at SCMA could be more explicitly connected to the larger 
academic institution, or could have expanded marketing efforts to increase awareness and 
participation by the student body as a whole.  
In general museum staff expressed appreciation for the student viewpoint and for 
the work these students did, and recognized that the students both provided a unique and 
valuable perspective and did work that the museum could not otherwise have done (Dias 
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and Martindell 2014, Harroun 2014b, Lauletta 2014, Trimmer 2013, Wilde 2014). 
However, the staff liaison of the student-led advisory group at Smith (SMAC) seemed 
more satisfied than the staff person of the staff-led student advisory group at UMMA 
(SPAC) (Dias and Martindell 2014, Harroun 2014b). SMAC at Smith is a more 
independent group, and SPAC at UMMA is more of a staff-directed group. Given that 
both groups are part of highly selective colleges and universities with heavily involved 
and academically-oriented students, perhaps the differences in attitudes about ownership 
contributed to the different levels of staff satisfaction.  
For students, the benefits of these programs are both tangible and intangible. 
Many talked about the value of pre-professional experience they gained in these 
programs (Adésanya 2014, Austin 2014, Dias and Martindell 2014, Melfi 2014). For 
many, their ideas of pre-professional experience often went beyond specific museum 
careers to experiences invaluable for any career; as Gajonera said, “I’ve become a better 
speaker” (2014). Many students also appreciated the privileged access to the museum 
(Boazman et al. 2014, Melfi 2014). Students also saw the museum as a retreat from their 
hectic lives and appreciated the tranquil atmosphere (Adésanya 2014, Austin 2014, 
Boazman et al. 2014, Lauletta 2014, Melfi 2014, Wilde 2014). One staff person discussed 
the value of these programs in educating college students in how museums function in 
general, as “college students know how libraries work; they don't know how museums 
work” (Wilde 2014). However, none of the respondents at any institution discussed the 
benefits of the aspects of artistic creation with these experiences, such as artistic creation, 
appreciation, or curation that have been linked to higher rates of participation in arts 
attendance (Novak-Leonard and Brown 2011, 61). 
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 For museums and staff, the benefits of these programs are also tangible and 
intangible. Not only do these student programs allow the museums to do more in terms of 
community outreach or departmental activities, they also help museum staff keep other 
programs relevant to the student population as a whole (Dias and Martindell 2014, 
Harroun 2014b, Wilde 2014). Several staff members discussed the energy they personally 
got from working with undergraduate students (Harroun 2014b, Lauletta 2014, Trimmer 
2013, Wilde 2014).  
Future Research 
 
It is unclear how these programs affect long-term participation (or attitudes about 
long-term participation) in the visual arts for the students who participated in these 
programs. Some students saw their participation as service rather than vocation (Austin 
2014). For those students predisposed towards museum or art careers, participation in 
these programs seemed to reinforce those decisions (Gajonera 2014, Melfi 2014). 
Gajonera said, “after having the experiences in the Smith museum, I feel much more 
confident about going into the museum world or finding a job in a similar vein” (2014). 
Given that none of the respondents discussed the possible connection between these 
experiences as a college student and future participation in arts activities outside of work 
and career, studying the effects of these programs on participating students’ future 
participation in the arts is an opportunity for continued research. That sort of research 
could add nuance to the existing research on the connections between participation and 
attendance.  
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 There were several themes that emerged that could be used in other university 
museums to ensure success with non-academic student engagement programs. Giving 
students ownership of projects or programs made the work seem legitimate to students 
(Adésanya 2014, Austin 2014, Boazman et al. 2014, Dias and Martindell 2014, Melfi 
2014). Developing intangible student benefits and privileged access makes students feel 
special, which helps with accountability. These benefits could include activities that 
would build a sense of community among the students participating in the programs, as 
well as access to parts of the museum or staff not normally seen by the public. Providing 
critical pre-professional experiences, and making that connection explicit for the students, 
also helps with accountability. Creating a structure that both allows for flexibility and the 
realization of students’ ideas but also gives students specific times and dates prevents the 
program from feeling like homework or a burden to the students. Given that most of the 
students interviewed had little real work experience, being explicit in directions and 
expectations is critical for communication; however, this may be more successful in face-
to-face interactions than in publications, emails or handbooks. These academic museums 
should continue to foster relationships with faculty at the parent institution. Not only can 
these faculty help to recruit student participants and advocate for the programs, they may 
have insights or techniques to deal with the Millennial-generation communication or 
work ethic issues. Developing methods for assessing these programs may help with 
shaping and adapting them to future museum needs. Some staff mentioned that they felt 
like their institutions were at capacity for student programs (Trimmer 2013, Wilde 2014) 
and Harroun described SPAC as being up to half of her job (Harroun 2014); museums 
need to dedicate resources, both financial and human, to making these programs 
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successful.  
 As an art professor who recently started managing a small university gallery, I 
will apply many of the lessons learned from this research. Using the idea of fostering a 
sense of ownership in students, I am developing the Art Team, a small group of students 
recruited to the university to work specifically on art and gallery projects in exchange for 
small scholarships. These students will have the structure of weekly meetings to plan, 
implement and evaluate specific projects. As the most popular majors at this university 
are business-related, projects may include: designing a digital catalog of exhibitions, a 
social media campaign for the gallery, marketing research to improve the gallery 
marketing to the student body as a whole, developed a marketing plan, or separate 
creative projects to connect the university with the local community, such as children’s 
workshops. These Art Team members will then serve as goodwill ambassadors for the 
gallery and the arts at the university. Having the Art Team members choose short-term 
projects with tangible results will foster feelings of ownership. Their projects will be 
publicized in all campus publications, and I will announce the projects in faculty 
meetings and inform the students’ faculty advisors. This public recognition may give the 
students a sense of pride in their work and in the group.  
 When planning this program, I will be sure to balance structure, flexibility and 
accountability. The structure of a weekly meeting will not only require the students to 
report on their progress on a regular basis, but it will also allow them to connect with 
each other as a group. Allowing the students to chose their own projects and develop 
goals with my assistance will give them a sense of ownership, and prevent the program 
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from being perceived as staff-led. Rewarding the students with scholarships (tangible 
benefits) and public recognition (intangible benefits) will help hold them accountable. 
The Art Team could be a future case study to see how the challenges and benefits 
revealed in this research played out in a student-engagement program started from scratch.  
 Additional future research could include more investigation into the impact of the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundations College and University Art Museum Program (CUAM) 
on student non-academic programs. Although CUAM emphasized academic programs 
connected with faculty and course work, future research could examine how or if these 
non-academic programs influenced the academic programs CUAM fostered, in both 
CUAM and non-CUAM museums. Moreover, future research could explore how or if 
these non-academic programs promote any redevelopment of pedagogies of art in the 
museums or in the associated colleges and universities.  
College and university museums should see engaging with students as an 
important activity, as not only are they a potential core audience, but that engagement is 
part of the responsibility of being a part of a teaching institution. Deborah Wilde of RISD 
remarked that the museum staff “has a real commitment [to the programs], this is a 
teaching museum, and they see this as part of it” (Wilde 2014). As part of the academic 
museum and gallery potential audience, students are stakeholders in those institutions, 
and engaging with them on deep and significant levels is one way for these museums to 
fulfill their missions.  
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